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The: skill=s management approéch to teaching reading
micht be considered one of the majér cﬁrricular innowations
of the past dee=de. IrFluenced by th; increasing demand
for =cocuntabiZity ocorrring in the 1960's, these programs'
poorrosed al=erm=tive organizational patterns‘which:geared.
ﬁiﬁscmrziculum.tb the in&ividual needs, interests, and .
abilities of e=ch child. |

Programs Ix skills. manragement., such =s High Intensity
Learnizz Syst=wss;. WiscaSiT Design, Fountz—m Valley, and
tefErrig to = precisely-S=Sined curriculum structured in
smill sequent=l learning:sisgs:(Blbom) 1968); These
systens have cpzrationalized Zhe theory by including the
£§JBcwEng comperients: a list of objectives, a éét of tests,
e no&ﬁmnmofﬁmaste:y; a varisty of instructional materials,
amﬁ'asmeﬁhod:of recording student progréss (Johnson and
Peswsye, 1975).

In recent years, however, these procedures have béc0me
s=tject=d +to an incregsing amounéwﬁf cfiticism from members
«c=-the research community.‘ Reading authoritiés-( feeley,

1375; Johnson, 1977; Klein, 1975) have quesﬁioned the advis-
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Skills Management systems

s
ability of utili&ing management systems on the grounds that

) thev fragment the reading process, encourage a behaVioristic,,
reaction-oriented view of reading, and use an arbitrary hier—
archy of skills. Coodman (L974), for example, comments :

Any attempt to reduce the compleXity of language in
reading by sorting out letters or word parts or words
increases the complexity of the learning since it sub-
stitutes abstract language for meaningful language(p 824)

" Do these critiCisms imply that the mastery learning
theory is inappropriate within the context of reading in-
struction, or-couldgit be that the present application,of
f:the theory hasvbeen misinterpreted by the muthors of the
,skills‘management systems? These questions suggest that
“mastery learning/be examined not only. in terms of its |
_ theoretical basis, but in connection With the specific sub-
ject matter being taught.m By reviewing the theory, it might
be'nossible'to determine whatvmodifications, if any, are
necessary to make the skills management systems more consistent,

- in theory and practice, with mastery learning and the overall

reading process.

Mastery Learning
Mastery learning theorizes that. almost every child--

perhaps over 90%—-can master what the schools have to teach
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" types of instruction (Bloom, 1268). Z=ased «a Carroll's R

conqeptuéi;paradigm (L363), the: theor @eﬁﬁnES'aptitude as
the amount: of time':eguiredlbywthe.lsaraer t:‘zitéin mastery
of the task. Thus, if instruction fiz ‘jﬁncraraéteristiés
and needs of each lea:nér, the corr=l: ﬁtn:be:weén'aptitude
and'achiévemEnt should approach zero.
.Two‘aSsumptidné invélving‘the:sthocﬂ.éuzriculum undeéiie
this model: 1) that all subjects ar: h“iezarchical in natu#e,
ahd 2) that schcol learning can be :diwiae=d into sepafqte‘
componeﬂts, the sﬁﬁ 6f which dgfine corpetence in a gi&en
- area. Subjgéts in which mastery learr . strategies are .
considered to be the most effective - £o be closed, em-
- phasizing aonve;gepﬁ thinking skilla; |
To ensure that all students suces :&d inwhat the schdols
-hayelto ﬁeach; Bloom delineates four .ortant elementslto
be'includeg in each learning task: :i= , or‘dirgctions pro-
.vided to. the learner, ;articipqtion -+ inforcement and feed-
-back/correétives. .These_four charar—='istics, togetherf define
- the quality of inétruction. The coz—o=2nts alone are not
new and,iﬁ'fact, Aave béeg utilized in -*he cléssioom curriculum
forfyeafs. Thebstrength'and;uniqueness,of this definition
_ liés_in.using‘them in éoﬁ?inatiopvto”pr:yidevstudents with a

“highly organiéed,.highly_systematized method of instrucﬁion

&
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:for -the majority of schmol subjects.

Mastery Learning and the 2&ills Ma@iragement Systenms

Two major areas of distincki~z can be analyzed when
examining the skills maz=s=gement syztems in light.of their
direct linkage éb the mastery i--==ming theofy: one involves
the basic ope:atihg, or zimgler »nt=tFon, procedures of the
prbgfam; the ather l:als with: :zhe specific methods of in-
-strgction‘used:in teaching rw=ading skills.

Operating Procedures

The skills management systéms have operationalized the
"thgory of ma;tery leafning by.develbpingva_closéd'curriculum
which includes hierarchi=s of skills and definitions of be-
.haviors. In‘most érognazs, the;reading curriculum has been
aivided into ﬁajor'cqmpcment areas-~-phonics, cbmprehénsigp,
and study skills-~ then ==bdivided into small units of in-
stfuction in the férm of¢objectivé$Q several ménagémeﬁt
systemﬁ,ifor examéle, reprcrt morelthan 350 diséreté objectives.
'Learning tb read,,then, is equated with mastering these separate,
isolated skills.

'Sﬁudehts involved in these programs generally begin with
'a“prgliminary £e§t whichiaefines'their overall proficiency
in reéding;‘ Frgm*this géneral placemént, théy-a%e.given mbre

specific, diagnostic tests designed to measure strengths and

6
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wezknesses with=m a component arez, such as comrzehension.

™M=sting continuss until the studernr. fails to ackieve mastery,

msuslly around S0D-85%. At this pc==t, students zre givem a -

T=adinthe particular skill needed. Post tests =—e adminis-

‘tenedsafter the materials are completed to see if the :skill

t

has heén mastered.
Zre these ér§cedures consisternt with the mastery learning
tho~ry? On the basis of th:eg important criteria, probably
nc: .z |
1. 'Manageﬁent:' Bloom states that if the management
dﬁ?learniné is effecﬁi&e,'it is’likelf that the teacher will |
need to givé relativelyblittle'éttention to the management
l: o£ the learners (1976, p. 112).' The idéal instructional -
iformat'is the ﬁutoring'seséiOn; where the tutor can teach,
‘reinforce, and corréct.learning-in an intimate, inaividual~‘
ized;setting,- This wéglthe.original intent of the management'
syéﬁeﬁé as'well--to increase individualization, while rgduciég"
variation in achie&ement ;;d rate of learning. However, in
- the process of applying the procedures to the school curri-

‘.cﬁlum; a bureaucraticﬁlike_structuré emerged, making this

originai goal'untenable.'
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2. Learning task=: It might be.argued that learning by
fractionating the read:naract is not what B1oom had orlglnally
1ntended " To the cont==—y, he sucgests*that the basic unit
' of lnstructlon should 5= 'a learning task, defined as a chapter
in a book, or a topic:in a curriculum (p.22).. Such a gnit
should have an indepenﬁent existence, large enough to form
'ga:separaSle wholé or gastalt. Unfortunately, objectivee{“
#s they are now defized in.most,management systems,ltend to
‘be atomistic in nature, thus ignoring the existence of an
underiying laﬂguage strwcture.
~3.'-Hierarchy,of skills: Bloom states.thatvteaching
a subject'adcordingjto a striqtm@;erarchieai sequence might
not be approprlate under some c rcumstanees (1976 »pp.34;35).
Learnlng tasks should be grouped accordlng to the 1oq1c GF
the relationshlp"among them;itherefo:e, a varlety of oréan-
izational strategies.are poseible; | | |
Maﬁagement systems, however, have Qeveloped aécomplex‘ .

.hierarchy of skills, each;of which require mastery before

the next Sklll is 1ntroduced These Sequences'in reading,

' unfortunately, have not ‘been emplrlcally ﬂetermlned ‘In

fact, most hierarchies are subject t0'change according to

"'the particular-basal or instructional program being used
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in the school. As yet,.reading research is inconclusive'in

o

‘regord to an unalterable hlerarchy of: Skllls.\

,The‘skills management.systems and the nastery learning
theory, . then, appear to dlffer on several key issues regarding
the 1mplementatlon of the 1nstructlonal program. - How these
.dlfferences affect teachlné strategles w11i\be determlned by -

an ana1y51s of the method of J.nstructJ.on°

Method of Instruction

. : \
Interestingly enough, while the organizational strategies

 of the management systems are considerablf elaborate,'there

are no specific guidclines‘regarding the methods of instrucewi
tion. 1In fact, nany of the programs appear to be rather
eclectic, with little bits and pieces being culled from - -
- various basal readers}' In nost cases, once the testiné pro—
~cedﬁres'have been'completed,;the stndents are either handed

a workbook, klt; or program.whlch serves as'thelr 1nstructlonal
proéram;. The phllosophy behlnd this approach is that students

learn through interaction with the curriculum materlalo rather

than the teacher or other: students.v

'\
~~~~~

the quallty of 1nstructlon. Instead, he is calllng for an

lntlmate lnteractlon between teacher and student within the °
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confines of -group Br classxoom instrﬁctiop; Each of éhe
~ four chéracteristics of 1earni§g serve to ;nhaﬁce and pérséﬁ_
‘aiizé 1earning.fof the individual : o '

.}.. Cues: ‘ﬁloom deécribes cﬁes as beiﬁg more than
‘motivational staéemants to the students; they aré'previews
of the“skills to be learnéd and the proceééés to be used. -
Variétyudf forms (verbal, kihesthetic;.énd visual) and
insﬁructional.meﬁhods areﬂeésential to ensure thatuall'
_students fécei?e'thé particula% cues'neéded for 1earning’

a sk}li. Meaningfulﬂess and saiience to‘ﬁhefieérner‘are
'1‘twq elements:whiéh‘determine'the sfrength of:a.given.éue»
”f1976, ézllé).~ | |
“.2;‘ Reiﬁforcement: Learning is-effecﬁiﬁé, according

to Bloom, only when it is accompanied by reinforcement °

: auring or after eéchﬂpaft of the.learning pr;cess (1976, p;119),
'However, aga;n, it must'be individualizeé to“aECdunt.fgr thé
specific'tfpes.a;dbamognts’needed ét Varioﬁs-stages.

3. Pé:ticipatién: Activgﬂléarﬁiﬂg, §1oom feels,.is
the best_predictbr of th; overall quality of instruction,
waeve:, participation is, not alwaysAébse;Qable. It may be

T"~that children at a young.age are most successful when prac-—

 ticing.a skill overtly, while'covert'participation is ﬁoét
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. - appropriate for the older'learner;
4, nj‘eedback/cOrrectives: The management systems_have
h been most successful in deeloplng feedback/correctlve pro—

cedures, where studenés are evaluated and alternatlve programs

>

of instruction are prescribed when_needed. But, once_agaln,
it is questionable*whether;the~systems_provide corrective
_materials that truly account for a particular learner and

his style of learning-or on a 'previously designed,ea priéri, -

organizational scheme. In one case, learning is an active,
involving, personalizing experience for both teachers and
students; ifi the other case, it becomes.passive and'highly

routlnlzed

|

R

) Cues, relnforcement” part1c1patng£ and feedback/cor—

.rectives--the four elements in-teaéhing a ékill——are notm"”

-

systemmatlcally used in any management system developed

thus far. It is perhaps this omlsslon whlch has transformed

-,

a conceptually~rich theory into a stark behavioristig

~.approach. : 4 T L -~

- Conclusions ‘ - ' ' ' o v
Clearly, thenc there are some basic disparities between

the'skills'management systems and the mastery learning theory.

' perhaps the greatest point bf differentiation.is that the
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former tends to be an organizational aﬁbroach; the latter,

-
,
i

a teaching‘approach. Yet, can thesgse differences be resolved
- ' Ve
: o A .
to renovate a very creative,s%ut/flawed, instructional pro-

It is_most'unlikely/at‘this point. It could be that
_.- there are just too ma y/;iements'in'need-of changef B
‘the hierarchy of/s 1lls,_the absence of a. method of 1nstruc-

tion,'andithe astery of fragmented objeotlves among pthers.
Zh

In addition " the management systems,va///urrently concelved
o ) ,
appear to/;e 1ncons1stent‘wlth the readlng proﬂess 1tse1;,

: whlch/gecognlzes the 1nterdependence of phonologlcal, mor—'
/ [ .

phologlcal and syntactlc‘componentS»of language.

. . . - . [ . .
e g . ’ !

‘hftet exanininé'these reservations, can educators
conblude;that»the mastery ieafningftheorY'is;aniinapérgpriate f-
technlque to use la readlng lnstructlon. " The anai%?ls revmewed

- . here suggests not. New 1nstructlcnal programS“Whlch confotm

" more closely.to'the theoretlcal model, emphasleng the in- »/:_qm

leldual s-style’ and pace of knowledge acqumsmtlon are needed

- . -

before a true test‘y§>the theory, Jn terms of re%glng,,can’
be determlned. The»alm of teaching 'every’chlld everythlng '

the schools have to teach' is 'a truly admlrable goal- un- .

. . 'I . N
'fortunately at thls moment there does not appeax to be'a

~ . . .

suff1c1ent practlcal model in readl g to test 1ts effectlveness.

o~
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